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DIFFERENCES IN BULLYING BYSTANDER DECISION MAKING
Abstract
Over 80% of students have been a bystander to bullying at school. Bystanders who witness
bullying may choose to “stand up” against the bully and support the victim personally, encourage
intervention from peers or adults, join in with the bullying or “stand by” passively without
involvement. These decisions may be influenced by a variety of personal, social and
environmental factors. This study proposes that bullying bystanders differ across specific factors
according to their decision to intervene or not intervene. Archived data from a culturallyrepresentative sample of 482 middle-school students were used and analyzed from a personoriented approach. Data represented the control group of a Fourth R Healthy Relationships
Program randomized control trial in Saskatchewan. Participants completed an electronic survey
that explored bullying experiences across roles (e.g. bully, victim, bystander), types of bullying
experienced (e.g. verbal, social, physical, etc.), one’s attitude towards violence, level of moral
disengagement, degree of self-efficacy, life satisfaction, perception of school climate and level of
perceived social support. A chi-square found females were more likely to intervene than males
and multiple t-tests identified characteristic differences between genders. Frequencies of the type
of bullying experienced and intervention reasoning were analyzed to provide context for one’s
intervention decision. Logistic regressions were conducted to predict bystander decision. Latent
class analysis identified four non-intervening bystander types. These types were compared to
each other and against interveners. This research lends support to future anti-bullying training
programs by providing a deeper understanding of how bullying bystanders make their decision to
intervene or not to intervene.
Keywords: bullying, bystander, decision making, person-oriented, moral disengagement, latent
class analysis, bullying intervention
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Introduction
Bullying is a prevalent issue within schools, negatively impacting the victim on physical,
psychosocial and academic levels. Over 75% of Canadian students have described being affected
by bullying (PREVNet, 2015a). Victimization can result in lower self-esteem, lower academic
achievement, headaches, increased substance use, digestive issues, higher risk of suicidal
ideation and development of other mental health disorders (e.g. depression and anxiety)
(Arseneault, Bowes & Shakoor, 2010; Erentaité, Bergman & Zukauskiené, 2012; Litwiller &
Brausch, 2013; PREVNet, 2008). Youth who may not fall directly into one role (e.g. they have
been a victim, a bully and/or a bystander) have demonstrated significantly more suicidal ideation
than single-role individuals (Rivers & Noret, 2010). Furthermore, both victims and bullies have
shown an increased risk of psychotic experiences when having reached adulthood (Wolke,
Lereya, Fisher, Lewis & Zammit, 2014).
With the increased use of technology by students, bullying has begun to transition from
the schoolyard and hallways to the online environment of social media. Those who have
experienced traditional bullying are more likely to be further victimized online (Erentaité et al.,
2012). This victimization can become cyclical in nature and is difficult to eradicate (Card &
Hodges, 2008). In a 2001 survey of American schools, over 15% of high-school students
reported experiencing bullying in an online context (Hawkins, Pepler & Craig, 2001). Those
rates have since increased and expanded across different platforms, with 25% of current students
admitting to cyberbullying and 1 in 3 having been a victim of cyberbullying (PREVNet, 2015b).
The current literature seeks to further our understanding of this social phenomenon in the
hope of decreasing its prevalence. Some studies have focused on determining what drives
bullying behaviour or factors that increase the likelihood of becoming a victim. Increased focus
1
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has been placed on the role of the bullying bystander. A bystander represents anyone witnessing
or indirectly involved with a bullying scenario who is neither the bully nor the victim. They may
be individuals nearby watching the event unfold, individuals encouraging the bully to continue
(while not directly bullying the victim), or individuals who decide to step in and stop the event
from occurring. This study explores characteristics and external factors that categorize
bystanders into the numerous roles they fill and how these characteristics influence their decision
to intervene.
Types of Bullying
According to the Centre for Disease Control (CDC), bullying represents a repeated act of
unwanted aggression that demonstrates a power imbalance between those who are not related or
in a dating relationship (Gladden, Vivolo-Cantor, Hamburger & Lumpkin, 2013). Traditional
bullying can also be considered a version of goal-oriented proactive aggression (Pornari &
Wood, 2010). In this sense, a bully may target a classmate as a means to acquire (e.g. money,
toy) or achieve (e.g. popularity) a tangible goal. Prior to this decade, bullying was saved for the
playground and school hallways; there was little to no anonymity of either the bully or the victim
as interactions were commonly face-to-face, verbal or relational (e.g. spreading rumours or
social exclusion). Cyberbullying is defined as the “willful and repeated harm inflicted through
the use of computers, cell phones, and other electronic devices” (Renati, Berrone & Zanetti,
2012). Cyberbullying is often anonymous, continuous and open to a large audience. It can reach
a victim at any time and through multiple mediums (e.g. chat rooms, Facebook, Twitter, texting,
photo sharing, Youtube, etc.). The consequences of cyberbullying, in comparison to traditional
forms of bullying, are also perceived as less serious than behaviours pertaining to face-to-face
bullying due to the anonymity and physical distance from the victim (Renati et al., 2012). Wang,
2
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Nansel and Iannotti (2010) suggest that victims of cyberbullying demonstrate more severe signs
of depression than victims of traditional bullying. This increase may be due in part to the
ongoing, unavoidable nature of cyberbullying in comparison to the often location and timespecific nature of traditional bullying. Despite the different contexts between online and
traditional bullying, both of these interactions are prone to being witnessed by bystanders. For
the purpose of this study, focus will be placed on bystander decision-making within
predominately traditional forms of bullying due to the difficulties associated with assessing
cyberbullying (e.g. underreporting, not perceiving online attacks as “bullying”, etc.), as well as
the limitations provided by the current data set.
The Impact of Bystanders
According to Obermann’s (2011) recent work on bullying, “bystanders are estimated to
be present in about 85% of bullying cases…(while) bystander intervention only happens in
somewhat between 10% to 25% of bullying episodes (p240)”. Their intervention can be integral
in stopping the bullying process, with a 50/50 chance of halting the victimization within 10
seconds (Hawkins et al., 2001; PREVNet, 2015). Unfortunately, the lack of intervention by
bystanders has been a social psychology issue for decades (e.g. lack of bystander intervention for
the 1964 observed rape and murder of Kitty Genovese).
Bibb Latané and John Darley (1969) first coined the term “bystander apathy” (later
known as the “bystander effect”) and empirically supported the concept through emergencyscenario experiments. Their research involved 4 experiments with adult participants. One
experiment placed participants in a room among unknown research confederates as smoke
began to filter under the door into the room. It demonstrated how participants altered their
responding behaviour based on how others around them responded; when the confederates
3
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were calm and apparently oblivious to the overwhelming smoke, participants were far less
likely to report the danger (Latané & Darley, 1969). Similar peer-influenced reactions among
youth may be expected from this type of adult-based bystander research as one’s social
relationships and group acceptance during adolescence is often paramount to their identity
formation and day-to-day experiences.
In bullying incidents, the bystander can undertake many role-specific behaviours.
Research has identified such roles as defending the victim, reinforcing the behaviour of the bully
and choosing to remain uninvolved (Pöyhönen, Juvonen, & Salmivalli, 2012). Trach, Hymel,
Waterhouse and Neale (2010) further delineate these types into active involvement (e.g.
Reinforcers, Assistants and Defenders) and passive involvement strategies (e.g. Outsiders).
Tsang, Hui and Law (2011) present additional roles, such as the Avoidant Bystander (e.g. they
do not feel a sense of responsibility to stop victimization), the Abdicating Bystander (e.g. they
dispense responsibility by incriminating others) and the Altruistic Bystander (e.g. active
involvement to stop bullying without expectation of external reward; Tsang et al., 2011).
Berkowitz (2009) further notes 3 strategies for intervention: direct confrontation with the bully,
shifting the focus of the bullying by deflecting, ignoring or re-framing remarks, and changing the
attitude of the bully through supported and empathetic open-communication.
Factors that Influence Bystander Decision-Making
Age and Gender. Both the age and gender of participants in bystander research have
consistently been strong factors in determining one’s level of involvement. Increased rates of
prosocial and active intervening have been associated with females and younger children
(Barchia & Bussey, 2011; Bellmore, Ma, You & Hughes, 2012; Cleemput, Vandebosch &
Pabian, 2014; Pöyhönen et al., 2010; Rock & Baird, 2011; Trach et al., 2010). Females have also
4
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been shown to consider different strategies of intervention compared to males, demonstrating
increased use of different solutions to altercations (Tamm & Tulviste, 2015; p 394). This trend of
increased defending behaviours among girls is well established; boys have also been found to
identify with roles associated with reinforcing or assisting the bully more than girls (Salmivalli et
al., 1996).
Depending on the type of bullying observed, child bystanders have been shown to be
more accepting of help from authority figures (e.g. teachers or parents; Rock & Baird, 2011) and
have been shown intervention strategies encouraged by these figures (e.g. telling the bully to
stop; Trach et al., 2010). Subsequently, research has found that older youth tend to be more
passive and uninvolved as bystanders (Gini, Albiero, Benelli & Altoè, 2008; Trach et al., 2010).
This shift in perspective and behaviour from childhood to adolescence may reflect a teenager’s
desire for freedom and independence (i.e. from the authority figures prevention programs often
encourage bystanders to seek; Bellmore et al., 2012). It may also stem from the increased power
given to one’s peer group during adolescence, such that teenagers may choose not to take sides
(e.g. supporting the victim) if their acceptance from peers is at risk (Bellmore et al., 2012).
Moral Disengagement. Moral disengagement is a concept derived from Bandura’s social
cognitive theory (Bandura, 1999). Moral disengagement (MD) is considered by Pornari and
Wood (2010) as “a cognitive process by which a person justifies their harmful or aggressive
behaviour (via) loosening their inner self regulatory mechanisms” (p 81). They stress that one’s
moral self-sanctions (such as feeling guilty or shameful of harmful behaviour) are not triggered if
one is high in MD. Renati et al. (2012) further simplify this concept and define MD as a mental
process by which one is able to validate their own behaviours that do not abide by their personal
moral value system. In doing do, people are able to avoid these feelings of guilt or shame. MD
5
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encompasses eight theoretical components that encourage distancing oneself from the victim.
These include moral justification, euphemistic labelling, advantageous comparison, displacement
of responsibility, diffusion of responsibility, distortion of consequences, dehumanization, and
attribution of blame (e.g. victim-blaming). Using euphemistic labelling, for example, would
allow a bully to downplay their harmful actions by referring to them in a sanitized, humorous or
emotionally-absent manner (e.g. “we were just fooling around”; Obermann, 2011; Renati et al.,
2012). These components are not guaranteed to be present in all cases of MD, with youthoriented MD research demonstrating a more unidimensional construct as opposed to the
interaction and presence of these theoretical concepts (Hymel, Rocke-Henderson & Bonanno,
2005).
A few recent studies have explored the impact of MD on bullying behaviour. Italian
students who perpetrated cyber aggression have been found to be more disengaged than
cyberbullying victims and uninvolved bystanders (Renati et al., 2012). Obermann (2011)
established that both “guilty” (i.e. take no action) and “defender” bystanders had lower MD in
comparison to unconcerned bystanders. Results may have been impacted by participant views
that in-class aggression does not always equate to bullying and is an interesting avenue into
exploring why guilty bystanders do not transition to the defender role. Bullies are often found to
be less morally engaged than both their victims and fellow bystanders, with moral
disengagement being positively associated with traditional forms of aggressive bullying
behaviour (Pornari & Wood, 2010). Hymel and colleagues (2005) found through surveying 494
Canadian youth (grades 8-10) that MD accounted for 38% of the variance towards bullying
behaviour. Furthermore, one’s experience of both bullying and victimization dynamically affect
their level of moral disengagement. As the authors suggested, “perhaps the experience of being a

6
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victim made these students less readily able to justify or rationalize their own bullying
behaviour” (Hymel et al., 2005; p 8). Gini, Pozzoli and Hymel’s (2014) meta-analytic review of
the moral disengagement bullying literature revealed a positive effect (r = .28) in the correlation
between MD and aggressive behaviour. Their findings, stemming from 27 studies and across
17,776 participants, supported the hypothesis that higher MD is associated with more aggressive
behaviour, particularly among youth and adolescents (Gini et al., 2014).
Research investigating the association between moral disengagement and bystander
behaviour has been a recent addition to the bullying literature. A longitudinal Canadian study
explored the association between MD and bullying bystander behaviours (Doramajian &
Bukowski, 2015). With a small, yet diverse, sample of Canadian youth (n = 160, M(age) = 11
years old) surveyed over four months, researchers found a positive relationship between MD and
self-reported passive bystander behaviours. Increased passivity as a bystander was related to
increased levels of MD and this passivity became more stable over time. There was also a
negative relationship between MD and defending behaviours. However, results were mixed
across genders when comparing MD to peer-reported bystander behaviours. Surprisingly, the
study revealed that moral disengagement “showed increased stability over time in girls”,
regardless of their self-reported defending behaviour as a bystander (Doramajian & Bukowski,
2015).
Barchia and Bussey (2011) investigated how empathy, moral disengagement and
different types of efficacy influence bystander behaviour. They applied four strategies (i.e.
“justification mechanisms”) outlined in previous research by Bandura to their variables of peer
aggression and defending behaviours. These justification mechanisms included the following:

7
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“Reconstruing the conduct, obscuring personal causal agency, misrepresenting or
disregarding the injurious consequences of one’s actions, and vilifying the recipients of
maltreatment by blaming and devaluing them” (Barchia & Bussey, 2011; p 290).
Surprisingly, they found that moral disengagement was not significantly associated with
defending behaviours; this was after accounting for other variables explored in the study. This
research suggests that MD is but one of many potential variables that influence a bystander’s
decision to intervene. Factors such as self-efficacy, self-esteem, attitudes toward violence, moral
values, outcome expectancy, and hostile attribution bias have further shown influence on
bystander intervention (Perren & Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, 2012; Pornari & Wood, 2010;
Thornberg & Jungert, 2013).
Self-Efficacy. Self-efficacy has been defined as one’s belief that they have control over
their own functioning and the external events that can impact their life (Bandura, 1993). Bandura
further described cognitive, motivational, affective and selective processes that contribute to
one’s level of perceived self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is a complex, multi-dimensional construct
that can influence one’s domain-specific thoughts, emotions and behaviours (Bandura, 1993;
Tsang et al., 2011). It has been explored for some time in bullying literature.
In Barchia and Bussey’s (2011) longitudinal study, they found a positive relationship
between collective self-efficacy (i.e. capability of a group) and frequency of defending
behaviours. They further discovered that having efficacy in the domain of aggression negatively
associated with active bystander involvement through defending a victim (Barchia & Bussey,
2011). Similar findings (e.g. increased self-efficacy associated with increased defending
behaviour) have been consistent in the literature (Pöyhönen, Juvonen & Salmivalli, 2010;
Thornberg & Jungert, 2013). Gini et al. (2008) revealed that higher self-efficacy was related to
8
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more helping actions, while lower levels associated with more passive behaviour. Such passive
behaviour was suggested as a factor of not knowing what to do in the moment, being scared of
future targeting by bullies and anxiety related to doing the “wrong thing” (Gini et al., 2008).
Cappadocia, Pepler, Cummings & Craig (2012) furthered this research and discovered a
difference in behaviour between genders when looking at social self-efficacy. Their results
indicated that “girls who reported high levels of social self-efficacy were 32 times more likely
than other girls to report that they had intervened during the last bullying episode they
witnessed” (p 208). In contrast, social self-efficacy did not have a significant impact on male
bystander behaviour (Cappadocia et al., 2012). Thornberg and Jungert (2013) substantiated this
gender effect, demonstrating lower defending behaviour among girls with low self-efficacy
compared to boys. Furthermore, having a low level of self-efficacy appeared to influence a
bystander’s decision to not intervene, irrespective of their level of moral disengagement
(Thornberg & Jungert, 2013). Finally, a recent dissertation by Kim (2015) highlighted the
relationship between bystander self-efficacy, their history of bullying victimization and their
perception of school safety. Kim’s research found that social resources self-efficacy mediated the
relationship between victimization and general anxiety. Among these factors, perceiving one’s
school as unsafe was related to increased levels of victimization and subsequently led to
decreased self-efficacy when coping with bullying (Kim, 2015). With the increased inclusion of
different domains of self-efficacy in bullying and bystander research, it certainly presents as an
important contributing factor to the bystander decision making process.
Empathy. The influence of empathy on bullying bystander decisions has been welldocumented. Empathy has been defined as “a fundamental social skill which allows the
individual to anticipate, understand, and experience the point of view of other people” (Davis &

9
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Fanzoi, 1991; p 73). It represents a complex psychological construct that often takes many years
to develop. This multi-dimensional characteristic is highlighted through both cognitive (e.g.
developing an internal perception of how another feels) and affective components (e.g. feeling a
sense of compassion or discomfort for a victim; Cleemput et al., 2014).
Research on empathic concern (e.g. feeling sympathetic towards another) and bullying
has demonstrated mixed results. Batanoca and Loukas (2011) have produced research suggesting
that high levels of this trait is predictive of lower self-reported overt and relational aggression for
both genders, while subsequently showing a distinct gender effect in a later study (Batanoca &
Loukas, 2014) (i.e. it did not solely predict overt aggression in boys, p 1898). Empathic concern
has also been related to increased likelihood of bystander intervention behaviour, particularly
among adults in cyberbullying contexts (Cleemput et al., 2014). High empathy has been shown
to significantly predict active bystander intervention from females, while not from males
(Barchia & Bussey, 2011). In contrast, other research has noted increased bystander intervention
from males with higher overall empathy and an anti-bully attitude (Cappadocia et al., 2012).
Research has further revealed a positive association between empathy and both passive and
defending bystander behaviour (Gini et al., 2008; Nickerson, Mele & Princiotta, 2008).
Therefore, while empathy has been demonstrated as a key contributing factor in defending
behaviour among bystanders, having a high degree of this trait alone does not necessarily
guarantee active bystander involvement (Gini et al., 2008; Pozzoli & Gini, 2014).
Other Factors Contributing to Bullying Bystander Behaviours. The aforementioned
constructs are but a few of the empirically supported factors that contribute to bystander decision
making. Bystanders who take an active role in defending victims have been found to demonstrate
more effective problem-solving skills. Contrastingly, passive bystanders are generally limited in

10
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these traits and have consistently demonstrated more disengagement from the bullying (Pozzoli
& Gini, 2012). Laner, Benin and Ventrone (2001) found a “significant interaction between the
sex of the bystander and the type of victim”, such that male bystanders were more likely to assist
a female victim while female bystanders were more likely to assist a child victim. Having a
relationship to either the victim or bully was also shown to influence a bystander’s decision to
support either party (Thornberg et al., 2012). Pöyhönen and colleagues (2012) suggest that a
bystander’s expectation of something bad happening (e.g. they become the victim) can supercede
any positive contributors towards intervening (e.g. bystander has high self-efficacy). Their
results also indicated that a bystander is more likely to stand up for a victim if they expect a
positive outcome from doing so (e.g. bullying stops) and additionally value the outcome (e.g. if
the victim was a friend; Pöyhönen et al., 2012). Berkowitz (2009) further elaborates on barriers
to intervention, including social minimization of the bullying, fear of being embarrassed, fear of
retaliation, diffusing responsibility to others and pluralistic ignorance. The latter represents a
misperception of others’ own desire for intervention, such that bystanders may assume they are
in the minority among other bystanders and choose to do what the majority does (e.g. remain
uninvolved; Berkowitz, 2009). Holfeld (2014) took this approach a step further and explored
perception and attribution of blame within an online bullying scenario. Results indicated that
passive bystanders attributed the most blame for the victimization of the target individual and
that males were more likely than females to believe that a male victim of bullying “deserved it”.
Thus, it appears that different bystander roles garner different outsider responses and that the
gender of victim, bully and bystander play a role in the acceptability of bullying.
Fox, Jones, Stiff and Sayers (2014) explored this concept by looking at how participants
perceived the victim, bully and bystander across different genders and bullying scenarios. They
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found that females were more likely to empathize with both the bully and victim regardless of
gender or scenario, but disliked the bully more and were more likely to intervene if the victim
was female. Additionally, an argument could be made that either witnessing or having previous
negative experiences of being bullied could decrease intervention out of fear of re-victimization
or additional victimization on the current target (Barhight, Hubbard & Hyde, 2013).
Finally, Pozzoli and Gini’s study (2012) used a multidimensional model influenced by
the murder of Kitty Genovese to explore how bystanders differ on an array of alternative factors.
Their model highlighted 5 steps a bystander must reason through in order to be more likely to
intervene and stand up for a victim of bullying. These steps included noticing the event,
interpreting it as a representation of danger for at least one party, be able to identify a personal
sense of responsibility to intervene, have adequate knowledge on intervention options and
finally, make the ultimate decision to intervene (Pozzoli & Gini, 2012). One’s relationship to the
victim (in terms of how they view them positively or negatively) impacted a bystander’s
perception of personal responsibility. Their model also determined that a bystander can be
influenced by both personal and situational factors, such as parental and peer pressure. (Pozzoli
& Gini, 2012).
In summary, bullying continues to be a worldwide issue. There is a definite need for
deeper understanding of the bystander’s social-cognitive decision-making processes in order to
instil effective programs aimed at bullying prevention (Obermann, 2011). Bystanders are the key
member in the bullying equation who have both the means and responsibility to stop
victimization. They represent the integral third-party influence that often tips the scale in favour
of either bully or victim. Unfortunately, research shows how seldom bystanders choose to

12
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intervene, despite how effective that intervention can be in stopping the victimization. More
information is necessary to understand how bystanders differ and what leads them to intervene.
Hypotheses
This study investigated potential distinguishing characteristics that exist between bystanders
who intervene (e.g. stand up for a victim of bullying) and those who remain uninvolved (e.g.
stand by passively). It was further hypothesized that distinct types of bystanders would emerge
among those who chose not to intervene as a reflection of their motivation or reasoning.
Hypotheses and predictions are listed below:


H1: There will be a gender difference between bystander interveners and non-interveners,
such that girls will be more likely to intervene than boys.



H2: There will be a difference between bullying bystanders who choose to intervene or
not to intervene across 6 scale characteristics:


Moral Disengagement



Self-Efficacy



Acceptance of Violence



Perceived Social Support



Perception of School Climate



Life Satisfaction

o H1b: Interveners will demonstrate higher life satisfaction, self-efficacy and social
support than non-interveners
o H1c: Non-Interveners will demonstrate higher moral disengagement and
acceptance of violence than interveners
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H3: Non-Interveners will cluster in types according to the rationale behind their decision
(e.g. “I’m fearful of retaliation” or “I don’t care”).

Theoretical Orientation
Research often utilizes a variable-oriented (VO) approach, such that individual variables
(considered as the main conceptual and analytical unit of measure; Bergman & Magnusson,
1997) are given sole focus within the study. These variables are then often extrapolated as
hypothetical constructs to showcase specific relationships (e.g. variable contributes to behaviour)
in a real-world setting. Regrettably, many of these highly-controlled studies do not accurately
reflect realistic settings and may ignore the intricacies of the individual under study (i.e. they are
not just their behaviour). The majority of bullying research thus-far has been variable-oriented
and has explored the impact of one or more independent variables (e.g. aggression) on a
dependant variable (e.g. bullying behaviour). Unfortunately, too heavy a focus on individual
variables can oversimplify an issue as complex as bullying and fail to address its
multidimensionality (Ajayi & Syed, 2014; Erentaité et al., 2012).
A person-oriented (PO), holistic approach to research represents the “continuous interaction
among mental, biological and behavioural aspects of the individual and the physical, social and
cultural aspects of the environment with which the individual has to deal” (Cairns, Bergman &
Kagan, 1998; 9). Erentaité and colleagues (2012) acknowledge that this approach has only
recently been applied to work in traditional and cyber-based bullying research (Gradinger et al.,
2009; Pepler, Jiang, Craig & Connoly, 2008; Strohmeier et al., 2010). The majority of PO
bullying research that has been published has utilized cluster analysis as a method of organizing
and analyzing data (Ajayi & Syed, 2014; Erentaité et al., 2012; von Eye, 2010). This approach is
appropriate in exploring the variety of interconnected and dynamic variables associated with the
14
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bystander population under study. This study did not focus solely on a single variable in question
(e.g. empathy) and its impact on bystander behaviour; it instead explored the interrelationship
between multiple characteristic variables and each individual’s personal experiences and
exposure to bullying factors. It approached the topic of study holistically, considering how a
variety of factors helped to shape one’s decision to intervene. It further aimed to find distinct
types of bystanders, as opposed to assuming all bystanders equal. As such, the choice to explore
differences in bystander decision making through traditional quantitative analyses while further
comparing different types of bystanders through latent class analysis was heavily influenced by
this person-oriented approach.
Method
Participants & Procedure. This study utilized control group data collected from a recent
evaluation of the Grade 8 Fourth R Healthy Relationships Program (Crooks et al., 2015). In
regards to the current study, the Fourth R program was implemented in Saskatchewan where 28
schools across rural and urban environments participated in the study (Crooks et al., 2015). The
schools stemmed from eight divisions who had been sent invitations to participate in the original
research; schools that volunteered in response were chosen for participant recruitment. Class size
and availability differed according to rural or urban environment (i.e. many of the rural schools
had one class). Schools were randomized to intervention or control condition after being
categorized by size (e.g. more than 500 students vs. less than 500 students). Originally aimed at
8th graders, the researchers were able to provide their intervention to many 7th and 9th graders
based on class composition (i.e. the existence of multi-grade classes).
There were originally 490 students in the finalized control group for analysis. Out of the 700
potential control-group members, 577 parents provided consent, 522 students completed the
15
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surveys and 32 students were excluded due to incomplete data (Crooks et al., 2015). Participants
were filtered for age (< 16) and validity of answers for specific bystander intervention questions
(e.g. participants were excluded if they said “yes” but answered the question relating to the
choice of “no”). This left a final sample size of 482 for the majority of analyses. Based on the
nature of the province’s education settings, this sample was considered representative of agematched students and included both a higher First Nations and rural environment population than
found in most bullying research.
Measures. Surveys were provided electronically following intervention within the
schools during their designated health class. A variety of empirical assessment scales were used
and/or modified with questions designed by the original researchers specifically for the
Saskatchewan sample. These scales were predominately Likert-based, ranking one’s level of
agreement to statements or selecting personal choices of how they would behave in specific
situations.
Acceptance of Violence Scale. This combined 8 items from an established scale
(Attitudes Towards Conflict Scale; Lam, 1989) and 4 designed by the researchers focusing on
social aggression (Crooks et al., 2015). The scale had high internal reliability (a = .84) and was
found to correlate well with “perpetration of physical, social and verbal bullying (r = .31, .22 and
.27)”. It consisted of 12 items (e.g. “It’s O.K. for me to hit someone to get him/her to do what I
want”). It was measured on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly Disagree”, 2 = “Disagree”, 3 =
“Agree” and 4 = “Strongly Agree”) with a range of scores from 10 – 32 (M = 16.24). Other
survey measures included knowledge about violence, critical-analysis questions regarding the
impact of violence, coping strategies and demographic information (age, sex, grade, ethnicity &
SES). The survey provided included the following scales/predictors for further assessment.
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School Climate Scale. This scale (WestEd., 2011) assessed participant perceptions on
support from adults in their school environment. This scale consisted of 7 items (e.g. “At my
school, there is a teacher or some other adult who...says hello to me”) with a Cronbach’s alpha of
.84. It was measured on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = “Never”, 2 = “Some of the time”, 3 = “Most
of the time” and 4 = “All of the time”) with a range of scores from 7 – 28 (M = 23.20).
Life Satisfaction Inventory. This scale (Gaderman, Schonert-Reichl & Zumbo, 2010)
assessed one’s general satisfaction with their daily functioning and experience. It consisted of 5
items (e.g. “I am happy with my life”) with a Cronbach’s alpha of .84. It was measured on a 4point Likert scale (1 = “Never”, 2 = “Some of the time”, 3 = “Most of the time” and 4 = “All of
the time”) with a range of scores from 6 – 20 (M = 15.29).
Self-Efficacy Scale. Included 9 items (e.g. “What happens to me in the future mostly
depends on me”) that were taken from the Adolescent Health Survey IV (McCreary Centre
Society, 2008). It had a Cronbach’s alpha of .50. It was measured on a 4-point Likert scale (1 =
“Strongly Disagree”, 2 = “Disagree”, 3 = “Agree” and 4 = “Strongly Agree”) with a range of
scores from 16 – 36 (M = 27.43).
Social Support Scale. This scale (Healthy Youth Survey, n.d.) consisted of 9 items (e.g.
“My friends/peers care about me”) assessed the quality of friendships among the participants. It
had a Cronbach’s alpha of .66. It was measured on a 3-point Likert scale (1 = “Disagree”, 2 =
“Neither Agree or Disagree”, 3 = “Agree”) with a range of scores from 10 – 27 (M = 22.51).

Moral Disengagement Scale. This scale was created for the initial RCT (Crooks et al.,
2015) and consisted of 7 items (e.g. “Students who get picked on a lot usually deserve it”) with a
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Cronbach’s alpha of .78. It was measured on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = “Strongly Disagree”, 2 =
“Disagree”, 3 = “Agree” and 4 = “Strongly Agree”) with a range of scores from 7 – 22 (M =
12.04).
PREVNet’s Bullying Evaluation and Solution Tool (BEST). Assessed experience with
bullying victimization and perpetration, as well as general bystander responses and motivation.
Additional questions were added for the initial intervention study. It consisted of 14 items with 8
options identifying motivation to stop the incident and 11 items to identify motivation not to stop
the incident. For example, the statement “The last time I saw or heard another student being
bullied…” could be answered with options such as “I made a joke about it”, “I got back at the
student doing the bullying later” and “I stood up to the student who was doing it”.
The current research utilized demographic data (e.g. age, grade, ethnicity, etc.) and focused
on the scales (missing data imputed with person-mean substitution) representing self-efficacy,
moral disengagement, acceptance of violence, school climate, social support and life satisfaction.
Based on participants’ dichotomous answer to the question “Think of the last time you saw
someone being bullied. Did you try to stop it?” participants were classified as either Interveners
(yes) or Non-Interveners (no). Answers provided in relation to bullying and bystander
experiences were further analyzed to provide context for bystander decision.
Analysis. Multiple individual sample t-tests identified scale characteristic differences
between genders, while a chi-square explored any gender differences in intervention decision.
Frequencies of bullying role experience, types of bullying experienced, intervention decision and
intervention reasoning are also noted to promote a conceptual view of the bystander experience.
Logistic regressions were conducted to predict intervener versus non-intervener status as a factor
of both bullying experience and scale characteristics. It was expected that there would be at least
18
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two distinct classes of Non-Interveners that would differ across the main scale variables (e.g.
acceptance of violence). To identify different types of Non-Interveners on the basis of reasoning,
their answers to “I did not try to stop it because...”were analyzed using Latent Class Analysis
(LCA) in Mplus version 7 software. LCA was an appropriate analysis for this case as it helps to
identify unobservable subgroups within a population (The Methodology Centre, 2015) using
multivariate categorical data. Individuals who provided cross-answers (see Sample
Demographics; n =18) were excluded from analysis. Following LCA, class membership data
were integrated back into the main data file. The resulting five classes of bystanders served as
one of the main variables in further chi-square and generalized linear modelling analyses.
Results
Sample Demographics
Participants ranged in age from 11 to 15 with an average age of 13 (SD = 0.63) and were
evenly divided by gender (n(males) = 262, 52.8%). White/Caucasian (79.5%), First Nations,
Inuit or Metis (13.7%) and Asian Canadian (4.4%) were the most common ethnicities, while
smaller groups identified as Arab Canadian (2.4%), Hispanic/Latino (1.6%) and African
Canadian (1%). Due to the available option of checking multiple Ethnicity categories, almost all
participants (91.4%) chose the “Other(please specify)” category. This category allowed for openended answers that provided more detail into their ethnicity (e.g. “Bengaly” and “German”).
Participants were enrolled in Grades 6 – 9, with the majority of students being in Grade 8 (n =
432, 86.7%).
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Table 1
Demographics
Variable
Gender
Male
Female
Age
11
12
13
14
15
Ethnicity*
White/Caucasian
First Nations, Inuit or Metis
Asian Canadian
Arab Canadian
Hispanic/Latino
African Canadian
Other*
n = 482

N(%)
262 (52.8)
234 (47.2)
2 (0.4)
33 (6.6)
257 (51.6)
203 (40.8)
3 (0.6)
396 (79.5)
68 (13.7)
22 (4.4)
12 (2.4)
8 (1.6)
5 (1.0)
455 (91.4)
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Gender Differences
Differences in Intervention Decision based on Gender. A chi-square test of
independence was conducted to examine the relationship between gender and bystander
intervention decision. Females were predicted to be more likely to intervene than males. Gender
was evenly distributed during this analysis (n(males) = 255, 53.3%). The relation between gender
and decision to intervene as a bystander was found to be significant, χ2(1,479) = 11.15, p =.001,
φ = -.153. As shown in Table 2, males were found to be evenly divided between choosing to
intervene and choosing not to intervene, while females were found to be significantly more likely
to intervene.
Table 2
Chi-Square Descriptives Comparing Males and Females on Bystander Intervention Decision
Bystander Intervention Decision
Gender

Yes, I Tried to Stop It

No, I Did Not Try to Stop It

Males

130 (51.0%)

125 (49.0%)

Females

148 (66.1%)

76 (33.9%)

n = 479
Note: “It” refers to the last instance participants perceived bullying occurring
Gender Differences across Scale Variables. Males and females were also compared
across the seven characteristic scales; Table 3 presents all correlations. In general, the more
morally disengaged participants were, the more accepting they were of violence (r = .630, p
<.001). The higher one’s self-efficacy, the less morally disengaged (r = -.200, p < .001) and
accepting of violence (r = -.298, p < .001) they were. Finally, a sense of strong social support
from close relationships (i.e. measuring the quality of participants’ friendships) was further
associated with higher self-efficacy (r = .370, p < .001) and greater life satisfaction (r = .314, p <
.001).
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Table 3
Correlations between Six Characteristic Scales
Scale

1

2

3

4

5

6

1. School Climate

---

2. Life Satisfaction

.324**

---

3. Self-Efficacy

.449**

.646**

---

4. Acceptance of Violence

-.303**

-.203**

-.298**

---

5. Moral Disengagement

-.298**

-.235**

-.200**

.630**

-.423**

---

6. Social Support

.329**

.314**

.370**

-.228**

.139*

-.164**

*p < .01, **p < .001
Independent samples t-tests were conducted (Table 4) to examine whether males and
females differed in terms of these six characteristics. Males were found to be more morally
disengaged, reported a greater acceptance of violence and perceived their social environment
(e.g. school climate) as less supportive than females. Females were more likely to feel socially
supported through their friendships, but were less satisfied in life overall than males. There was
no significant difference in self-efficacy between males and females.
Table 4
Scale Descriptives and T-Test Statistics by Gender
Scale

Males

Females

T

M

SD

M

SD

School Climate

22.88

3.87

23.56

3.52

Life Satisfaction

15.74

2.87

14.81

2.78

3.64***

Self-Efficacy

27.63

3.60

27.21

3.20

1.38

Acceptance of Violence

17.73

4.91

14.57

3.84

7.93***

Moral Disengagement

12.82

3.52

11.13

2.86

5.79***

Social Support

21.75

3.43

23.34

3.28

-5.25***

-2.04*

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Frequencies of Response
Experience of Bullying Victimization and Perpetration. Frequencies of response to
bullying-focused survey questions were analyzed (Table 5) to explore what experiences
bystanders have had and how these experiences may influence their decision to intervene or not
intervene. Within the month prior to the study, participants reported experiencing more verbal
(51.3%) and social (43.1%) victimization, as compared to other forms of victimization.
Responses also indicated similar high rates of verbal (30.5%) and social (22%) perpetration.
Sexual and racial-focused perpetration (5.5% and 6.7% respectively) and victimization (16.7%
and 12.9% respectively) were the least likely to occur.
Table 5
Participant Experience in Bullying Perpetration and Victimization within the Month Prior to
Assessment (n = 483)
Perpetration

Victimization

Yes

Yes

Type
N

%

N

%

Physical

65

13.3

116

23.6

Verbal

149

30.5

254

51.3

Social

107

22

211

43.1

Racial

33

6.7

63

12.9

Cyber

51

10.4

109

22.2

Sexual

27

5.5

82

16.7

Reasoning behind Intervention Decision. When asked “Think of the last time you saw
someone being bullied. Did you try to stop it?” 279 participants (57.9%) chose “Yes” and
indicated they had intervened. They subsequently were instructed to choose whichever rationales
they deemed relevant to their decision. As presented in Table 6, the most common reasons
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participants provided for intervening as a bystander included “No one deserves to be bullied”
(89.96%,), “I wanted to help” (81.32%) and “It was not fair” (79.93%). Participants’ ability to
choose more than one reason reflects the complexity of the decision to intervene as a bystander.
These reasons suggest an increased level of moral engagement among bystanders who intervene
and the influence of personal values on social justice.
Table 6
Participant Reasoning behind Positive Bystander Intervention Response (n(Q12)= 279)
I tried to stop it because...

N (%)

%

(total sample)

(N/N(Q12))

No one deserves to be bullied

251 (50.20)

89.96

I wanted to help

227 (45.40)

81.36

It was not fair

223 (44.60)

79.93

The person needed help

216 (43.20)

77.42

I wanted to make a difference

158 (31.60)

56.63

Stopping bullying is everyone’s responsibility

156 (31.20)

55.91

It made me angry

148 (29.60)

53.05

55 (11.00)

19.71

Other (please specify)

Out of the 482 cases, 55 participants chose Other (please specify) and provided their own
reasoning behind taking an active bystander role. Their responses were categorized into three
themes: Empathy/Emotional Response, Injustice/Equality and Relationship to Victim. Frequency
and examples of responses applicable to these themes are listed in Table 7, including the smaller
conceptualized themes of Prior Victimization and Revenge on Bully. Examples of responses that
did not fit into the previous categories include “I tried to stop it because I knew the teachers here
wouldn’t do a very good job stopping it themselves”, “I never saw anybody getting bullied” and
“I didn’t do anything about it”. For a list of all Other answers provided, please see Appendix A.
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Table 7
Frequencies of Themed Reasoning in Response to the Other (please specify) Option
Theme Behind Reasoning and Response Examples

N (%)

% (n(Other))

(Total Sample)
14 (2.8)

25.5

12 (2.4)

21.8

8 (1.6)

14.5

5 (1.0)

9.1

Revenge on Bully

4 (0.8)

7.3

Lack of Adult Support, No Exposure to Bullying and Other Responses

12 (2.4)

21.8

55 (11)

100

Empathy (Expressed Emotional Response)
It made me upset
I stopped it for my own interest, because my guilt was getting in
the way
Injustice (Expressed Unfairness to Victim)
I don't like it when people pick on others because they are
different, they don't deserve it
We need to be equal to one another
Relationship to Victim
It was my friend, she doesn't deserve to be treated that way
It was my best friend, and I had to help
Prior Victimization
I have been in the same position. It hurts and I couldn't let
anyone go through something like that

% Total
(n = 482), n(Other) = 55
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Finally, 203 participants (42.1%) indicated they had not intervened and were instructed to
provide their reasoning. As seen in Table 8, the most common reasons participants provided for
choosing not to intervene as a bystander included “I didn’t want to get involved” (85.22%,), “I
did not know what to do” (55.17%) and “It wasn’t my business; not my problem” (39.90%).
Table 8
Participant Reasoning behind Negative Bystander Intervention Response
N (%)

%

I didn’t want to get involved

(total sample)
173 (34.60)

(N/N(Q13))
85.22

I did not know what to do

112 (22.40)

55.17

It wasn’t my business; not my problem

81 (16.20)

39.90

I was afraid

68 (13.60)

33.50

It is not my responsibility

67 (13.40)

33.01

The bullying wasn’t so bad

67 (13.40)

33.01

It wouldn’t have made a difference

57 (11.40)

28.08

I worried I would get bullied next

55 (11.00)

27.09

Nobody would do anything about it if I told someone

54 (10.80)

26.60

I didn’t want to get in trouble for telling

52 (10.40)

25.62

13 (2.60)

6.40

I did not try to stop it because...

The student being bullied deserved it
n(Q13) = 203
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Logistic Regression – Predicting the Decision to Intervene or Not Intervene
Scale Variables and Gender. The first logistic regression explored the impact of gender
and all six scales used in prior analyses (acceptance of violence, moral disengagement, selfefficacy, life satisfaction, school climate and social support) as possible predictors towards the
decision to intervene or not to intervene as a bystander. The model was statistically significant,
χ2(7,472) = 60.35, p < .001, Nagelkerke R = .161) and predicted 66.9% correct responses
overall. Inspection of the classification tables demonstrated that the model could predict those
who intervened with a higher degree of accuracy (82.1%) than non-intervenors (46.2%
accuracy). The only variable in the model that significantly predicted group placement was moral
disengagement (B = -.16, Wald = 16.28, p < .001).
History of Bullying Victimization and Perpetration. Two logistic regressions were
then completed to determine the predictive role of gender and both bullying victimization and
perpetration experience on decision to intervene. The first model looked at gender and
victimization; it was significant (χ2(7,463) = 18.74, p < .01, Nagelkerke R = .053) and predicted
59.2% correct responses. Inspection of the classification tables demonstrated that the model
could predict those who intervened with a higher degree of accuracy (88%) than non-intervenors
(19.9% accuracy). With gender as a significant predictor in this model (B = .52, Wald = 6.49, p
< .05), being the victim of social bullying positively predicted the decision to intervene (B = .52,
Wald = 4.86, p < .05). No other type of bullying experienced significantly predicted group
placement.
The second model looked at gender and perpetration; it was also significant (χ2(7,463) =
20.87, p < .01, Nagelkerke R = .059) and correctly predicted 60.7% of responses overall.
Inspection of the classification table further demonstrated higher accuracy of prediction for
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interveners (88.8%) than non-interveners (22.4%). When the model included gender, it was the
only variable to predict group placement (B = .59, Wald = 8.48, p < .01); however, when the
model excluded gender (χ2(6,463) = 12.27, ns), having physically bullied another led one to
intervene less as a bystander (B = -.65, Wald = 4.57, p < .05). Excluding gender also slightly
decreased predictive accuracy for interveners while slightly increased accuracy for noninterveners (86.9% and 25%, respectively). No other type of bullying perpetration predicted
group placement.
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Table 9
Logistic Regressions Predicting Bystander Intervention Decision
Predictors
Scale (n = 473)
Moral Disengagement
Acceptance of Violence
Self-Efficacy
Life Satisfaction
School Climate
Social Support
Gender
Victimization (n = 463)
Physical
Verbal
Social
Sexual
Cyber
Racial
Gender
Perpetration (n = 463)
Physical
Verbal
Social
Sexual
Cyber
Racial
Gender
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

B

SE

Wald

-.16***
-.05
.01
.01
-.05
.06
.18

.04
.03
.04
.05
.03
.03
.23

16.32***
2.96
.06
.03
2.45
3.53
.64

-.45
.06
.52*
-.09
-.29
-.05
.52*

.26
.25
.24
.27
.27
.30
.21

2.96
.05
4.86*
.10
1.15
.03
6.49*

-.50
-.14

.31
.25

2.55
.31

-.10
-.01
-.20
-.58
.59**

.26
.47
.35
.41
.20

.14
.00
.34
1.97
8.48**
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Latent Class Analysis
Latent Class Analysis (LCA) was utilized to look at different types of non-interveners
based on reasoning provided by participants*. A four-class model was determined to be the best
fit with the data. Taking into account fit indices, a four-class model was a better fit than both a
two and three-class model. It was also not significantly different than a five-class model.
Therefore, the four-class model was chosen with entropy (0.87) suggesting a high level of
classification accuracy (i.e. 87% of cases were classified correctly).
LCA subsequently identified four distinct classes of non-intervening bystanders based on
their answers to question 13 of the survey. These four classes were conceptualized as
Disengaged (Class 1, n = 88, 44.9%), Disengaged/Anxious (Class 2, n = 22, 11.9%),
Unidentified (Class 3, n = 60, 27.1%) and Fearful (Class 4, n = 33, 16%), with Class 5
representing the Interveners (n = 279, 57.9% total). The Unidentified class of bystanders
responded very low on the majority of options (as seen in Figure 1); therefore, they did not
present a conceptualized motivation behind their decision to not intervene compared to the other
classes.

*Note: The latent class analysis procedure was conducted by Natalia Lapshina, a statistician
employed through Western’s Centre for School Mental Health. She provided information on how
the LCA was created and guidance to the writer on interpretation of LCA results.
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Figure 1: Latent Class Analysis Demonstrating Different Bystander “Types” (or Classes)
Classes 1-4 = NON-INTERVENERS
Class 1 (Red) = Disengaged (18.3%)
Class 2 (Blue) = Disengaged/Anxious (4.6%)
Class 3 (Green) = Unidentified (low responses to most questions) (12.4%)
Class 4 (Pink) = Fearful (6.8%)
Class 5 = INTERVENERS (57.9%)
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Figure 1 showcases how each class differs according to their chosen response to why they did
not intervene. The X-axis responses are numbered 1 to 11 and represent the following options:
1 = I didn’t want to get involved
2 = I was afraid
3 = I did not know what to do
4 = Nobody would do anything if I told someone
5 = Bullying wasn’t so bad
6 = Victim deserved it
7 = Not my problem
8 = Not my responsibility
9 = Didn’t want to get in trouble for telling
10 = Wouldn’t have made a difference
11 = I was worried about being bullied next
The degree of agreement to each response is measured via the Y-axis; in this case,
responses above 0.5 reflect higher agreement (i.e. a greater proportion in the group chose that
option). As depicted, the Disengaged group responded high on options 1, 3 and 7 – answers that
generally reflect a more disengaged or detached attitude, potentially suggesting that this group
lacks awareness of what bullying is occurring and the associated consequences. Those in the
Disengaged/Anxious group had a high response rate for the most options out of all the classes.
Their reasoning reflected possible uncertainty on how to respond, fear of retaliation and a
distancing from personal responsibility while in the bystander role. This class was
conceptualized as being disengaged (i.e. “not my problem”) and being anxious to avoid future
victimization. The Unidentified group responded low on all options; this group is thus hard to
conceptualize and may reflect a lack of engagement in the survey or that the options provided did
not reflect their own reasoning for not intervening. Those in the Fearful group had a high
response rate for the options related to fear and anxiety (1, 2, 3 and 11), identifying them as a
group who prefer to ignore a bullying incident so as not to be targeted as a potential new victim.
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This group may not have high-enough self-efficacy to believe they can make a difference, or
they may be influenced by more domineering peer group norms.
Bystander Classes - Generalized Linear Modelling. Generalized linear modelling
(GLM) was completed to compare each appropriate scale variable across the five identified
classes. While the life satisfaction and self-efficacy scales were relatively normally distributed,
the majority of the scale variables used in this study were positively skewed. The exception to
this point was the social support scale; to accommodate for its negative skew, data was re-coded
to create the positively-skewed “Lack of Social Support” scale. Skewness was determined after
examining the histograms for each scale, how their distribution of residuals balanced and
comparing their skewness statistics. The Kolmogorov-Smirnoff and Shapiro-Wilk values for
each scale were also included to highlight the non-normality of the scale data. QQ plots also
revealed the presence of outlier data, thus requiring a comparison analysis that could account for
both skewness and extreme cases.
As Gamma/Inverse Gaussian distributions are generally recommended for positivelyskewed data (i.e. they tend to fit this skew more accurately than a normal distribution), this
analysis was a good fit for the positively skewed scale data. By running this analysis, combined
with the log link and robust estimation, the results represented less biased estimates and
benefited from bringing the extreme cases closer to the estimation line. Therefore, GLM with
Gamma and log-link was run to analyze class differences across acceptance of violence, school
climate, moral disengagement and lack of social support scales. Custom GLM (e.g. normal with
log link) was used to compare classes across life satisfaction and self-efficacy.
All analyses used Interveners as the main reference category. Table 10 demonstrates that
the Disengaged, Disengaged/Anxious and Unidentified non-intervener classes significantly
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differed from Interveners on moral disengagement and acceptance of violence. Due to these
patterns, additional regression models were completed for acceptance of violence and moral
disengagement using different reference groups (Disengaged/Anxious and Fearful, respectively).
These models were able to further compare specific non-intervener groups against each other for
these two integral variables. Each scale variable is presented in the tables below.
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Table 10
Pairwise Comparisons of Class and Scale with Interveners as Reference
Disengaged

Disengaged/

Unidentified

Fearful

Interveners

Anxious
Scale

Likelihood
Ratio

N

M

SE

M

SE

M

SE

M

SE

M

SE

Square

p

476

13.40*

.35

13.78*

.49

13.08*

.45

11.65

.43

11.15

.18

82.42

.000

Acceptance of Violence 476

17.49*

.45

18.73*

.89

17.27***

.59

16.35

.63

15.20

.26

93.36

.000

Self-Efficacy

477

26.89

.33

26.22

.58

27.25

.52

26.96

.50

27.67

.21

9.00

NS

Life Satisfaction

476

14.70

.29

13.99

.53

15.14

.37

15.15

.54

15.51

.17

22.74

.000

School Climate

477

23.04

.45

22.32

.57

23.48

.51

23.79

.53

23.39

.21

17.96

.036

Lack of Social Support

477

20.81

.39

20.01

.65

21.73

.43

21.07

.67

21.86

.20

29.29

.000

Moral Disengagement

*** p < .05

** p < .01

*p < .001

Note: Lack of Social Support scale means are -1 due to the Gamma distribution not being able to accept 0
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Table 11 looks at school climate across the classes, using Interveners as reference. This
model produced a 2-way class x gender interaction (Wald χ2(4,477) = 13.79, p < .01). To follow
up this interaction, gender differences were examined within each class. Male members of the
Disengaged group were less likely to view their school climate as supportive and positive, as
were female members of the Disengaged/Anxious group. Female Unidentified members were
more likely to view their school climate as supportive.
Table 11
Generalized Linear Modelling comparing classes across School Climate scores, n = 477
Model
Disengaged

Variables
Male
Female
Disengaged/Anxious Male
Female
Unidentified
Male
Female
Fearful
Male
Female
Interveners
Male

B

**

-.06
.04
-.04
-.08*
-.04
.06*
-.01
.05
.01

SE
.02
.04
.04
.03
.04
.03
.04
.03
.02

Wald χ2
6.74**
1.08
.01
5.73*
1.36
4.16*
.03
1.96
.13

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
Reference Class: Interveners
Reference Gender: Male

Table 12 looks at life satisfaction across the classes, using Interveners as reference. While
it did not produce an interaction (Wald χ2(4,476) = 2.50, p = .64), there were significant main
effects for both class and gender. Those who were Disengaged/Anxious viewed their life as less
satisfactory than the other classes. Males were also significantly more likely to be satisfied in
their life than were females.
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Table 12
Generalized Linear Modelling comparing classes across Life Satisfaction scores, n = 476
Model
Interveners

Variables
Disengaged
Disengaged/Anxious
Unidentified
Fearful
Gender

*

B

SE
.02
.04
.03
.04
.02

-.06
-.10**
-.03
-.02
.07***

Wald χ2
5.81*
6.60**
.88
.32
17.09***

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
Reference Class: Interveners
Reference Gender: Male

Table 13 looks at self-efficacy across the classes, using Interveners as the reference
group. This model produced a slight 2-way class x gender interaction (Wald χ2(4,477) = 9.16, p
= .057) such that Disengaged/Anxious females were less likely to have high self-efficacy. While
this result makes sense conceptually, it must be noted that it is based on a model lacking strong
significant predictability. Although Disengaged/Anxious group members did appear to differ
from the reference group, this difference should be interpreted cautiously as no other main
effects for class or gender were revealed.
Table 13
Generalized Linear Modelling comparing classes across Self-Efficacy scores, n = 477
Model
Variables
Disengaged/Anxious Females
Interveners

Disengaged
Disengaged/Anxious
Unidentified
Fearful
Gender

B
-.08

SE
.03

Wald χ2
5.50*

-.03
-.05**
-.02
-.03
.02

.02
.02
.02
.02
.01

3.70
5.30**
.59
1.65
3.11

*

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
Reference Class: Interveners
Reference Gender: Male
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Table 14 looks at acceptance of violence across the classes using Disengaged/Anxious
and Interveners as reference classes. Neither model produced an interaction (Wald χ2(4,476) =
5.47, p = .24) but it was determined that those who intervened and those in the Fearful group
were less accepting of violence than those in the Disengaged/Anxious group (Class 2 reference).
The second model determined that members of the first three classes were more accepting of
violence than those who intervene (Class 5 reference). Therefore, these models suggest that
individuals with high moral disengagement– whether it be a result of personal attitudes or
reaction from victimization – are generally more accepting of violence than the other classes.
Individuals who felt more fearful may not be fully accepting of violence, but their lack of
acceptance was not significant in comparison to Interveners. Males were also more likely to
accept violence regardless of reference class.
Table 14
Generalized Linear Modelling comparing classes across Acceptance of Violence scores, n = 476
Model
Variables
Disengaged/Anxious Disengaged
Unidentified
Fearful
Interveners
Gender
Interveners

Disengaged
Disengaged/Anxious
Unidentified
Fearful
Gender

B
-.07
-.08
-.14*
-.21***
.17***

SE
.05
.06
.06
.05
.03

Wald χ2
1.58
4.97
4.97*
17.32***
45.72***

.14***
.21***
.13***
.07
.17***

.03
.05
.04
.04
.03

20.16***
17.32***
11.01***
3.02
45.79***

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
Reference Classes: Disengaged/Anxious and Interveners
Reference Gender: Male
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Table 15 looks at moral disengagement across the classes with three different reference
groups. None of the models produced a two-way class x gender interaction (Wald χ2(4,476) =
4.90, p = .30). However, significant main effects for classes and gender were revealed. The first
3 classes (Disengaged, Disengaged/Anxious and Unidentified) appeared more morally
disengaged than the Fearful group. Disengaged bystanders (Class 1) were more morally
disengaged than both the Fearful and Intervener groups. Interveners (Class 5) were also less
morally disengaged than the Fearful group. Finally, males were more likely than females to be
morally disengaged across all models.
Table 15
Generalized Linear Modelling comparing classes across Moral Disengagement scores, n = 476
Model
Variables
Disengaged/Anxious Disengaged
Unidentified
Fearful
Interveners

B
-.03
-.05
-.17***
- .21***

SE
.04
.05
.05
.04

Wald χ2
.40
1.12
10.90***
29.91***

Fearful

Disengaged
Disengaged/Anxious
Unidentified
Interveners

.14**
.17***
.12*
-.04

05
.05
.05
.04

9.21**
10.90***
5.20*
1.20

Interveners

Disengaged
Disengaged/Anxious
Unidentified
Fearful

.18***
.21***
.16***
.04

.03
.04
.04
.04

34.51***
29.91***
17.70***
1.21

Gender (all models)

.11***

.02

19.48***

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
Reference Classes: Disengaged/Anxious, Fearful and Interveners
Reference Gender: Male
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Finally, Table 16 looks at one’s lack of social support across the classes with Interveners
as reference. Again, the model did not present an interaction (Wald χ2(4,477) = 2.50, p = .64)
but there were significant main effects for both class and gender. Members of the Disengaged
and Disengaged/Anxious groups were less likely to feel supported socially (i.e. their quality of
friendships were lower than Interveners). No other differences between classes were revealed.
Males were also more likely to feel an overall lack of social support than were females.
Table 16
Generalized Linear Modelling comparing classes across Lack of Social Support scores, n = 477
Model
Interveners

Variables
Disengaged
Disengaged/Anxious
Unidentified
Fearful
Gender

B

**

.19
.31**
.03
.13
.26***

SE
.07
.10
.09
.13
.06

Wald χ2
6.60**
9.33**
.11
1.02
18.71***

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
Reference Class: Interveners
Reference Gender: Male
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Bystander Classes: Chi-Square Analyses. As a final step of analysis, chi-square tests of
independence were conducted to examine the relationship between class and gender, bullying
perpetration and bullying victimization experience. Table 17 demonstrates that this relationship
was found to be not significant, χ2(4, 463) = 9.06, ns, φ = .140. Therefore, self-reported
experience being in a bully role did not show significant changes across classes.
Table 17
Chi-Square Descriptives Comparing Bullying Perpetration Experience across Bystander Class
Perpetration Experience within the Past
Class

3 Months

N(class)

Has bullied

Has not bullied

1. Disengaged

45 (52.3%)

41 (47.7%)

86

2. Disengaged/Anxious

7 (31.8%)

15 (68.2%)

22

3. Unidentified

31 (56.4%)

24 (43.6%)

55

4. Fearful

14 (42.4%)

19 (57.6%)

33

5. Interveners

158 (59.2%)

109 (40.8%)

267

n = 463
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Table 18 demonstrates that the relationship between class and being a victim of bullying
was also found to be not significant, χ2(4, 463) = 4.32, ns, φ = .097.
Table 18
Chi-Square Descriptives Comparing Bullying Victimization Experience across Bystander Class
Victimization Experience within the
Class

Past 3 Months

N(class)

Has been bullied

Has not been bullied

1. Disengaged

30 (34.9%)

56 (65.1%)

86

2. Disengaged/Anxious

5 (22.7%)

17 (77.3%)

22

3. Unidentified

24 (42.1%)

33 (57.9%)

57

4. Fearful

3 (29.0%)

22 (71.0%)

31

5. Interveners

81 (30.3%)

186 (69.7%)

267

n = 463
Finally, Table 19 showcases gender differences across classes. The relationship was
significant, χ2(4, 478) = 31.51, p < .001, φ = .257. Males were more likely to be classified as a
Disengaged or Unidentified bystander, while females were more likely to be classified as a
Disengaged/Anxious, Fearful or Intervener bystander. Figure 2 visually demonstrates a summary
of the differences between all types.
Table 19
Chi-Square Descriptives Comparing Gender across Bystander Class
Gender
Class

Males

Females

N(class)

1. Disengaged

63 (72.4%)

24 (27.6%)

87

2. Disengaged/Anxious

9 (40.9%)

13 (59.1%)

22

3. Unidentified

42 (71.2%)

17 (28.8%)

59

4. Fearful

11 (33.3%)

22 (66.7%)

33

130 (46.9%)

147 (53.1%)

277

5. Interveners
n = 478
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Interveners

TYPES

HIGH

LOW

GENDER

***

LS, SS, SC

MD & AV

Females

Disengaged

MD & AV

Disengaged/
Anxious

LS, SS
SE (Females)

Males

MD & AV

LS & SS

Females

MD, AV

SS, LS (no
difference from
Interveners)

Males

MD & AV

Females

Non-Interveners
Unidentified

Fearful

SC (Females)
SC, LS (no
difference from
Interveners)

Figure 2: Visual representation of differences between Interveners and Non-Intervener types. Interveners, Disengaged/Anxious and
Fearful types were more likely to be female. Most Non-Intervener types demonstrated higher rates of moral disengagement (MD) and
acceptance of violence (AV), along with lower rates of social support (SS) and life satisfaction (LS). Interveners demonstrated higher
rates of SS, LS and a positive perception of school climate (SC). Some Non-Intervener types did not differ significantly from
Interveners on scale variables. Disengaged females were the only group to have significantly lower self-efficacy (SE) than Interveners.
No significant differences between any types on victimization and perpetration experience were present.
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Discussion
This exploratory study on the intervention decision process of bystanders substantiated
previous research showing the influence of gender and moral disengagement on bystander
behaviour. Using a person-oriented framework, this study examined how bystanders differ from
each other through a more holistic view than some previous bystander research. It also benefited
from using a culturally diverse sample recruited from both urban and rural living environments.
The analyses presented help to conceptualize what different types of bystanders look like across
different influencing variables. A discussion of these results in relation to relevant research is
presented below, along with identified limitations and suggestions for future research.
Gender
Gender was identified as the most important variable across all analyses and will be
discussed first to provide context for future points. T-tests identified consistent differences
between males and females across the characteristic scales. Males were more likely than females
to be morally disengaged, accepting of violence and generally satisfied with their life. This result
may be influenced by traditional gender roles gained during development. Specifically, research
has suggested one’s gender is distinct from one’s biological sex, such that a child learns what
behaviours are expected of their gender through child play and family modelling. Abiding by the
social expectation of masculinity has been correlated with a greater acceptance of conflict, less
help-seeking and resistance to emotional expression (Good, Dell & Mintz, 1989; Stolz, 2005).
Females, on the other hand, have generally been socialized to be prosocial, care for others and
behave (Batanova & Loukas, 2014; Hastings, Utendale & Sullivan, 2007). The influence of
gender-specific media stereotypes may also be worth considering when explaining males’ level
of acceptance towards violence. Recent research has revealed that chronic exposure to violent
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media (e.g. through TV, movies, video games and other sources) can lead to physical and
psychological desensitization towards real-life violence (Bushman & Anderson, 2009; Carnagey,
Anderson & Bushman, 2006; Funk, Bechtoldt-Baldacci, Pasold & Baumgardner, 2004).
Therefore, a combination of both gender typing and traditional, male-oriented aggressive media
may be reflected in the increased moral disengagement and acceptance of violence among this
study’s male participants.
To help explore the increased life satisfaction among male youth compared to female
youth, one could turn to the literature reflecting development and peer group dynamics
associated with the age of our participants (i.e. grade 8, M = 13 years old). This age reflects a
time of transition for many youth – for example, puberty can have a strong impact on one’s view
of themselves and their degree of self-confidence. As girls tend to reach puberty before males,
the results of this study may indicate that the female participants were struggling more with selfidentity, self-esteem, interacting with social peer groups, etc. In terms of social dynamics,
research has demonstrated that boys value conformity more than girls (Tamm & Tulviste, 2015),
and that boys are more likely to use aggression as a means to create social order (Salmivalli et
al., 1996). Whereas girls often engage in more relational aggression, they are also more likely to
have greater frequency and depth of personal relationships among their social group; these
intimate social relationships can lead to the development of additional prosocial characteristics
(e.g. empathy or moral sensitivity; Erwin, 1993; Salmivalli et al., 1996). Males, in contrast, may
be expected to conform to traditional gender norms on aggression (e.g. rough and tumble play) in
order to be continually accepted by their peers (Salmivalli et al., 1996).
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Different Types of Bystanders
Bystanders were initially dichotomized based on their decision to intervene or not to
intervene. The group of Interveners was utilized as a comparison group when further analyzing
different types of Non-Interveners. This latter group was categorized into four different types
based on their reasoning: Disengaged, Disengaged/Anxious, Unidentified and Fearful. A
description of how these groups differ according to the variables analyzed in this study is
presented below.
Interveners and Non-Interveners. As noted above, 279 participants (57.9%) indicated
they had intervened the last time they witnessed bullying. Their reasoning behind this decision
most commonly reflected a personal sense of justice (e.g. “It was not fair”) and desire to support
the victim (e.g. “I wanted to help”). Results indicated that bystanders who intervene tend to be
less morally disengaged than those who do not intervene; this increased engagement supports the
motivations listed above. In contrast, 203 participants (42.1%) indicated they had not intervened
the last time they witnessed bullying. Their reasoning for “standing by” was less clear regarding
personal motivations or values compared to interveners. To choose not to intervene based on a
reluctance to become involved in a bullying situation may suggest higher levels of moral
disengagement, but it may also be influenced by lower self-efficacy, the relationship to the
victim, perception of social support and other factors. Lacking an understanding or awareness of
the current supports in place within a student’s school or having an overall lack of skills required
to appropriately intervene may also contribute to one’s confusion on the best course of action.
Alternatively, not knowing what to do while in a bystander role may represent a “default” answer
if the respondent lacks a certain level of insight into their own motivations behind behaviour.
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LCA results indicated that being morally engaged is not just a characteristic of
interveners. Certain types of non-intervening bystanders demonstrated lower levels of moral
disengagement (suggesting higher levels of moral engagement) than others, despite sharing the
overall decision to avoid intervention. Interveners were significantly less accepting of violence
than the first three classes – this difference was expected due to the assumption that a lack of
acceptance might motivate bystanders to intervene, while greater acceptance might contribute to
more passive bystander behaviour. Interveners were further found to be significantly more
supported socially (e.g. through friendships) and perceived better overall life satisfaction than the
first two classes. Finally, chi-square analyses identified that females were significantly more
likely to intervene as a bystander than to not intervene, while males demonstrated almost equal
degrees of intervention and non-intervention. Non-intervening females were also more likely to
be classified as either a Fearful or Disengaged/Anxious bystander. These results substantiate
previous findings noting less moral disengagement and acceptance of violence among females,
as well as higher rates of pro-social intervention and increased rates of anxiety among females.
Disengaged Non-Interveners. As previously noted, males were significantly more likely
than females to accept violence and perceive it as a method of achieving personal goals. Males
were also shown to be more likely classified as Disengaged non-intervening bystanders. This
increased acceptance was expected due to previous gender role research. A comparison of
bystander classes on this conceptual variable revealed a greater acceptance of violence among
participants in the Disengaged, Disengaged/Anxious and Unidentified classes of bystanders. The
high correlation between the acceptance of violence and moral disengagement scales, along with
the LCA results reflecting significant differences in these two variables between the Interveners
and Disengaged groups, suggest that one’s ability to morally disengage is strongly related to
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their level of acceptance of violence. These two characteristics appear to work in tandem to deter
bystanders from intervening. Although this study did not further explore the relationship between
these two variables, recent research has noted their positive relationship (Caprara et al., 2014).
Disengaged non-interveners were significantly less supported through their friendships
and perceived their life as less satisfactory than Interveners. Disengaged males further perceived
their schools to be significantly less supportive than other classes did. This perception may
reflect negative experiences through gender-influenced help-seeking behaviours (i.e. males with
high masculinity traits generally seek help less than females; Stolz, 2005; Good, Dell & Mintz,
1989). The overall lack of perceived support within their school and from their peers may reflect
Disengaged bystanders’ overall lack of satisfaction in life. The combination of these factors may
help contribute to this group’s lack of moral engagement in relation to bullying (i.e. they may
feel socially victimized and question why they should they care if another is being victimized).
Disengaged/Anxious Non-Interveners. Bystanders identified as Disengaged/Anxious
non-interveners were less morally disengaged than both Disengaged and Unidentified
bystanders, and were more likely to be females. However, they were significantly more morally
disengaged than both Interveners and Fearful non-interveners. These findings suggest that while
this group does disengage to a degree, they may do so as a self-preservation strategy. Thus,
Disengaged/Anxious non-interveners may choose to turn a blind eye to bullying as a result of
their anxiety towards potential personal victimization; disengaging from how the victim may feel
may provide a mental barrier against guilt for not choosing to help.
This group perceived their life as less satisfactory and had significantly less social
support through friendships than Interveners. Furthermore, female Disengaged/Anxious noninterveners perceived their school climate as significantly less supportive than Interveners. This
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group may have thus perceived a lack of personal power or socially-supported ability to change
the outcome of bullying, regardless of being slightly morally engaged and their
acknowledgement of injustice. Their decision to not intervene – to morally disengage while also
feeling uncertain – may suggest cognitive dissonance between understanding that bullying is
wrong, while choosing to act in a way that keeps them safe from victimization.
Disengaged/Anxious non-interveners were the only participants to have significantly lower
self-efficacy than Interveners; however, the model for this characteristic did not reveal
significant main effects. In reflection, this study may not have accurately measured the
appropriate characteristics associated with self-efficacy. In recent research exploring academic
performance, there has been a shift away from exploring “general” self-efficacy and towards
domain-specific self-efficacy (Jungert, Hesser & Träff, 2014; Kim & Park, 2000; Strelnieks,
2005). Similar research has been seen in the field of bullying when looking at social self-efficacy
(Cleemput et al., 2014; Pöyhönen et al, 2012). Additional research into this construct would
benefit from clarifying what elements of self-efficacy are the most influential to the intervention
decision.
Unidentified Non-Interveners. Unidentified non-interveners appeared to be more
morally disengaged than Interveners and Fearful bystanders, and seemed to be almost equal in
victimization and perpetration experience. They did not significantly differ from Interveners in
perception of social support, self-efficacy or life satisfaction. However, they were more
accepting of violence than Interveners (despite not being as accepting as Disengaged/Anxious
bystanders). Additionally, female Unidentified bystanders perceived their school climate as more
supportive than Interveners – this type of bystander was the only one identified to perceive
increased school climate support.
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While males were more likely to be classified as Unidentified non-interveners, this group
was difficult to define. They were labelled as such due to their low responses across all options
(noted in Figure 1). This type of response did not highlight a theme when compared to the other
non-intervening bystanders. Option 1 (“I didn’t want to get involved”), 5 (“bullying wasn’t so
bad”) and 10 (“wouldn’t have made a difference”) appeared to be endorsed slightly more than
the other options according to Figure 1, suggesting disengagement or a lack of awareness of how
bullying can affect the victim. However, they were not sufficient to establish a theme. While it is
unknown exactly why these participants did not endorse specific rationales behind their decision
making process, there are a few potential factors that may have influenced their lack of response.
As noted in Limitations, self-report data collection poses the risk of desirability bias and a lack
of motivation to accurately complete questions. These bystanders may have responded in a way
that they believed appeared appropriate to the researcher. They may have also lost motivation to
complete the survey or may not have been engaged throughout completion (i.e. they may not
have read each option and critically thought on their experiences). Furthermore, this type of
bystander may simply be more complex than this study was able to describe – there is the
potential of different factors that prove to be more influential on their decision not to intervene
than those covered in the current study.
Fearful Interveners. Fearful non-interveners were more likely to be females. They were
also found to be less morally disengaged than the Unidentified, Disengaged/Anxious and
Disengaged types and were significantly less accepting of violence than the Disengaged/Anxious
group. They did not differ significantly from Interveners on this trait, suggesting that both types
of bystanders agree violence is unacceptable. However, similar to the Disengaged/Anxious
group, Fearful bystanders appeared to be greatly influenced by a fear of victimization
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themselves. Thus, their lack of acceptance of violence and moral disengagement were not
sufficient enough to promote intervention. Their aversion to intervention may have been
motivated by attempts to protect themselves from bullying; it may also reflect differences in
personality or strategies to avoid feelings of guilt or shame. Similar to Disengaged/Anxious
bystanders, Fearful bystanders may feel a greater lack of personal power or a lack of external
support. Thus, for both the Disengaged/Anxious and Fearful non-interveners, the risk of further
victimization appeared to outweigh empathizing with a current victim and potentially being able
to intervene. Interestingly, Fearful bystanders did not differ significantly from Interveners on
self-efficacy, life satisfaction or perception of social support and school climate. These findings
suggest that both groups are similar across characteristics and gender; however, Fearful
bystanders may be held back from intervening if they feel they have more to lose or if they feel
their attempt at intervention will not succeed.
Previous Bullying Role Experience. Recent research has noted the influence of previous
victimization on a student’s emotional adjustment (Werth, Nickerson, Aloe & Swearer, 2015). It
was anticipated that bystanders who intervene would be more likely to have been victimized
through bullying in the past. This previous victimization, in combination with other expected
characteristics (e.g. higher self-efficacy and social support) was conceptualized to motivate these
bystanders to intervene and prevent others from victimization. It was also expected that those in
the Disengaged group would have more experience as a perpetrator, while those in the
Disengaged/Anxious and Fearful groups would demonstrate further victimization history. This
expectation stems from higher rates of moral disengagement and acceptance of violence seen in
the Disengaged group, as well previous research that has demonstrated a positive relationship
between prior perpetration and future perpetration (Cleemput et al., 2014). Both chi-squares
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conducted looking at bullying role experience (e.g. perpetrator or victim) across the 5 bystander
classes were not significant. The dichotomization of victimization and perpetration (e.g. have
you been a victim/perpetrator of bullying within the last few months?) was necessary for the 2x5
chi-square; results may have shown differences if frequency of victimization or perpetration was
analyzed instead (e.g. how many times can you recall...). A potential reason for a lack of
victimization acknowledgement could be that participants were unable to recognize themselves
as victims; thus, they may have answered victimization-related questions when influenced by a
personal denial of their past (Salmivalli et al., 1996). Additionally, participants may have been
biased by social desirability, such that may have responded in a way to either please the
researchers or to make themselves appear to act more neutrally (e.g. not a victim and not a
perpetrator). Therefore, it cannot be confirmed that the bullying experiences of this study’s
participants influenced their decision to intervene.
Limitations and Future Research
Despite the interesting results derived from this study that contribute to bullying
literature, it did have specific limitations that must be noted. The study utilized archived data
from a previous research initiative, which resulted in numerous challenges during analysis. To
begin, the original RCT reported on the impact of an intervention promoting healthy relationship
strategies; the data collected thus reflected this topic. Despite the current study analyzing just the
control group data (thereby eliminating any confounding results from intervention experience),
the surveys provided were general and spanned a variety of topics unrelated to the current study.
Therefore, the development of data collection methods (i.e. what questions were asked through
the survey and how participants responded) was not specifically designed to measure the current
bullying-bystander hypotheses. Additionally, the use of just the control condition data led to a
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smaller sample size (482) than what the study could have had should it have been designed and
run separately. While a sample of 482 is reasonably sufficient for data analysis, a larger sample
size may have further improved the validity of results and increased generalizability to the
population studied. Furthermore, despite the sample being diverse culturally and evenly divided
by gender, there is always the opportunity to increase generalizability through the inclusion of
additional demographic factors. For example, this study (along with the original RCT) limited its
scope to students mainly in grade 8. While this decision was necessary, including a larger age
range may have presented opportunities to compare bystander decision making across a greater
developmental range and identify additional dynamic factors that influence this decision process.
Additionally, this study relied heavily on self-report data collection and quantitative
analysis measures. Self-report data is beneficial to obtain actual participant responses that reflect
their own, personal experiences. Further advantages of this method include the ease of
interpretability of results (e.g. through easy-to-score Likert scales, responding in the language of
the survey, etc.), increased motivation to participate (e.g. provides the opportunity to
demonstrate one’s own opinions, agreement or disagreement to provided questions) and the
acquisition of rich, person-centered information (Paulhus & Vazire, 2007; p 227). This method
also reflected the person-oriented framework of this study by obtaining information on a wide
variety of relevant variables that were expected to influence the complex and dynamic decisionmaking process. However, self-report data collection always runs the risk of response bias, along
with a lack of validity in comparison to other, more structured measures. Furthermore, they can
suffer from such common testing issues as primacy and recency effects, being pressured for time
and maintaining motivation to accurately complete surveys (Paulhus & Vazire, 2007; p 228).
Salmivalli and colleagues (1996) discovered through their research on bullying group processes
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that peer ratings of how bystanders present may be more accurate than self-reported ratings.
Their research revealed that bystanders in participant roles (e.g. reinforcing the bully or passively
observing) often underestimated the frequency of their behaviours that contributed to the
bullying scenario (e.g. aggression, pro-social or withdrawing actions). This underestimation may
serve to protect a bystander’s self-esteem and perception of who they are (i.e. focusing on
positive attributes and not being defined by bad behaviours; Salmivalli et al., 1996). Future
research may benefit from including both self-report and peer-report data so as to limit bias and
improve validity.
To further contribute to this study’s person-oriented approach, it would have been
interesting to include more opportunity for qualitative questioning and analyses. The current
study was able to identify numerous variables that influence a bystander’s decision to intervene
through a non-linear and dynamic process. However, most of these variables were scale-oriented
or Likert-based responses to provided experiences (e.g. defining what physical bullying looks
like and asking participants if they recall experiencing similar actions). It did not provide
participants with many options to explain their decision process in their own words. In doing so,
it is limited in its ability to describe the complexity of the decision making process through the
language and unique experiences of its participants. The original RCT study provided more
opportunity for detailed participant responses (e.g. vignette questions that required participants to
elaborate on their choice). Future research on bystander typing would benefit from including
similar descriptive opportunities, particularly with being more focused on their role as bystanders
and on their view of others as bystanders.
Future research should first and foremost be designed to measure bystander behaviour
through empirically supported methods and variables thus far presented in bullying literature.
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While this study was able to highlight a general picture of bystander types based on their
decision to intervene or not intervene, specific variables integral to this decision-making process
were not explored in enough detail. Variables described in past research that may contribute to a
greater holistic view of a bystander include those aforementioned in the literature review (e.g.
relationship to the victim, self-efficacy, moral engagement and disengagement, gender, etc.), as
well as cultural beliefs (e.g. social barriers in seeking help from others), values on social justice
(e.g. what is considered “fair” and why) and the influence of peer group norms in behaviour. For
example, Tamm and Tulviste’s recent research (2015) suggested that strategies to intervene were
more influenced by one’s culture and personal priorities (including social conformity) than by
gender. Research has also demonstrated that one’s peer group has a greater influence on a
youth’s behaviour and values than do older adults or authority figures, particularly at the age of
study for this project.
Ellis and Zarbatany (2007) explored the influence of peer group centrality in terms of
promotion of prosocial or aggressive behaviours. They found that members of a peer group that
relies on overt aggression to achieve goals (i.e. not as a reaction to a threat) were more likely to
display similar aggressive tendencies to fit in. Similar results were seen for relational aggression
(e.g. spreading rumours or gossiping). However, group centrality (e.g. visibility of the group
among the larger peer context) was found to moderate the socialization and acceptance of
prosocial behaviour and relational aggression (i.e. teenagers typically begin to decrease overt
aggressive behaviours due to increased consequences; Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007). This research
suggests that there are numerous levels of peer involvement on behaviour of group members.
Adolescents may find themselves partaking in either prosocial or aggressive behaviours to be
accepted socially by their peers; however, promotion of these behaviours may be further
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influenced by how one’s group is viewed in a larger social context. If a desired peer group
requires conformity to specific behaviours and values, for many youth, the sense of inclusion and
group support may outweigh the consequences of more negative behavioural norms. Therefore,
the dynamics of one’s peer group is an important variable to take into consideration when
examining social influences on bystander decision making.
Continuing with this idea, one’s perceived status with their peer group may further
contribute to expectations of bystander behaviour. Salmivalli and colleagues (1996) found no
gender differences among victims of bullying in terms of social group status - all victims
demonstrated high social rejection and low social acceptance. Most bullies were also determined
to be low in group status; however, female bullies were found to be of higher status than male
bullies. The researchers suggested that this may have been influenced by specific methods of
female bullying, including verbal and relational as opposed to physical. Finally, defender
bystanders (i.e. those who support the victim) were revealed to have the highest social group
status in comparison to other bystanders. Their status level may be influenced by expressed
appreciation from peers and a lack of fear of personal victimization. In this case, the researchers
noted the cyclical nature of status and behaviour; having high status initially helps to enable
defending behaviour and those who defend others achieve and maintain that status (Salmivalli et
al., 1996). Thus, the complexity of peer group dynamics (including norms, expectations and
status) appear to be an integral component in influencing a bystander’s decision to intervene.
Another potential contributor to intervention decision is one’s personal beliefs on justice.
Similar to previous findings (Cappadocia et al., 2012), this study briefly highlighted the apparent
influence of perceived social injustice on participants’ decision to actively involve themselves as
a bystander (e.g. responding “it’s not fair”). Such a finding suggests that most youth do carry a
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personal sense of what is fair or unfair regarding social behaviour; participants may have also
been influenced by previous knowledge or expectations around bullying (i.e. being taught
bullying is bad). Pozzoli and Gini (2012) suggest integrating assertiveness training within
bullying prevention programs as a means to teach important skills to those with lower selfefficacy or social support; doing so may help to transition passive bystanders into a more active
role and learn how to resist peer pressure. Finally, providing opportunities for the parents or
guardians of youth to be included in anti-bullying education may serve to increase familial
understanding of bullying roles and the consequences to specific bystander behaviour (Nickerson
et al., 2008). Instilling appropriate methods of handling conflict from a young age may promote
more efficient internalization of future bullying prevention program information. As a recent
example, the RCT intervention from whence the current study’s data stems from was able to
improve participant knowledge and critical analysis of the consequences to violence. It also
introduced coping strategies that proved to be successful when dealing with interpersonal
violence (Crooks et al., 2015). This intervention suggested that increased awareness and
understanding of the impact of violence on others (e.g. bullying) can influence what type of
coping mechanisms one relies on when experiencing or viewing such violence (e.g. tell a teacher
or parent).
In general, increasing our knowledge of how bystanders may differ and discovering
methods of identifying these different types will help all personnel invested in curtailing bullying
to better provide the necessary support for this powerful group. Doing so will allow all
bystanders to have the opportunity to be heard, understood, supported and encouraged to
intervene in ways that appropriately fit their capacity level.
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Conclusion
This study aimed to identify different types of bullying bystanders. It explored how
bystanders differ from each other in terms of their decision to intervene and what factors
contribute to that decision. Multiple factors were determined to influence their decision process
and it was concluded that each bystander’s personal motivations, characteristics, and awareness
(or lack thereof) of alternative options are unique. The decision to step in and stop bullying from
happening stretches far beyond a simplistic awareness of what is right or wrong. As not all
bystanders respond in the same way, it should not be expected that a one-sized-fits-all
intervention program to encourage bystander participation would be successful. Increasing our
understanding of how bystanders differ beyond just their intervention decision is integral for the
development and implementation of effective, tailored bullying intervention programs. One
cannot create a program to encourage bystanders to intervene and stop bullying without truly
understanding their audience. It would be ineffective to group all bystanders together as one
single unit, assuming that all share the same role awareness and capability of intervention. This
design discounts important personal, social and environmental factors that impact both the
decision process and a bystander’s quality of life following their decision. Ultimately, bystanders
remain an integral piece towards stopping bullying before it gets worse. They often have the
capacity and capability to intervene, but may be deterred by a variety of biopsychosocial factors.
This group must be understood in its complexity and supported through strategies that
appropriately fit their personal model of decision making. This approach to teaching antibullying material may thus encourage bystanders to discard their reasons for standing by and
increase their likelihood to stand up.
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Appendix A
Note: All answers listed below are written exactly as they appeared in the data
Stopoth (reason)
Haven't really seen ANOTHER student getting bullied
because the person bieng beat up was in grade 3 and getting picked on
by a grade 7 and i was in grade 6 and was the only one who actully
cared for the kid and i beat the kid who was pickin on the victim
The bully was just a jerk and the teacher wasn't there.
nobody deserves to be bullied everybody should be treated equally
i tried to stop it because i knew the teachers here wouldnt do a verry
godd job stopping it themselves
it was mean
It was annoying
he was my best friend and they were my friend too but friends
shouldent bully friends and i made jokes behind his back but i told
him i did itjust to fit in buti stood upfor him
The bully was just doing it for no reason at all. So i told him to to stop
being a jerk.
the bully was doing it for No reason at all and th teachers did not see it
Everyone deserves fair treatment.
Nobody deserves to be hurt likw that. It's not right!
he always got picked on
little boys can't help their height.
its just stupid
she was new to our school
it was my best friend, and i had to help
it annoys me when i see a kid being bullied.
I was wheeling the guy...
I didnt want the other person to be bullied
i never saw anybody getting bullied
He was my friend
I don't like it when people pick on others because they are different,
they don't deserve it.
No body should have to go through that.
the kid that was being bullied was one of my friends

Theme
No Exposure
Revenge

Lack of Adult
Support
Not Fair/ JusticeBased/ Equality
Lack of Adult
Support
Empathy
Empathy
Relationship

Not Fair/ JusticeBased/ Equality
Lack of Adult
Support
Not Fair/ JusticeBased/ Equality
Not Fair/ JusticeBased/ Equality
Not Fair/ JusticeBased/ Equality
Not Fair/ JusticeBased/ Equality
Empathy
Empathy
Relationship
Empathy
N/A
Empathy
No Exposure
Relationship
Not Fair/ JusticeBased/ Equality
Not Fair/ JusticeBased/ Equality
Relationship
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Sometimes people do not realize that they are bullying someone. They
may be pushing, shoving, yelling, ignoring others, but they are
ignorant and not empathetic. They see it as a game, especially bullying
in groups. So sometimes, you need to tell someone what they are
doing is hurtful to another, especially because a lot of victims retaliate
(which is what bullies want,) or are not brave enough to help
themselves.
Everybody has feelings
It made me upset
It also made me want to beat the person that was bullying up.
I have not seen bullying
It made me sad and plus it was my own family member and she didn't
deserve to be bullied no one should.
it was me pepole hit me over and over again saying names
[name] has been a bad boy to a lot of people like [name]. He had
Called me fat,chunk,food and fatty.
It's nor fair for someone to be bullied no matter what they did.
I feel some kids need to get a tougher and skin and MANY kids put
themselves in the position to get bullied so I am very careful when
choosing who to stand up for.
It was my friend, she doesn't deserve to be treated that way.

I stoped it for my own interest, because my guilt was getting in the
way.
if i was being bullied i would want someone to help me as well
they were my best friend
He was so innocent and small.
we need to be equal to one another.
cuz he was a nigger, a big black fish like smelling nigger
becusei now what it feels like to be bullied
I have ben in the same position. It hurts and I couldn't let anyone go
through something like that.
they were goin to get hurt i didnt want to see my fellow class mates
hurt it was a fist fight getting out of control so i stepped in and a
broke up the fight i was congradulated after fight because i was the
here of the fight :)
The person being bullied was my brother.
Havent seen any bullying in last month or so.
wanted to make the bully scared and back off
I didn't do anything about it.

N/A

Empathy
Empathy
Revenge
No Exposure
Relationship + Not
Fair/ Justice-Based/
Equality
Prior Experience
Prior Experience
Not Fair/ JusticeBased/ Equality
*disengaged/
calculating
Relationship + Not
Fair/ Justice-Based/
Equality
Empathy* Guilt
Empathy
Relationship
Empathy
Not Fair/ JusticeBased/ Equality
*race-fueled
Prior Experience
Prior Experience
Empathy + Not Fair/
Justice-Based/
Equality
Relationship
No Exposure
Revenge
Did Nothing
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Children endure enough emotional and mental mutilation from the
social media and sometimes even at home, why should they feel
uncomfortable or scared to come to a place that encourages happiness?
it makes me upset that people do this.
The Person doesnt need that in thier life and its not fair they have done
nothing to deserve any of it. I also tried and told the person to stand
up for thier self.
I know what it feels like to be bullied. I have the ability and the power
to help.
it made me sad
i didnt do anything

Empathy

Empathy
Not Fair/ JusticeBased/ Equality
Prior Experience
Empathy
Did Nothing
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